Savannah River Archaeology
Ground Penetrating Radar Survey at the Wesley United
Methodist Church, Beaufort, South Carolina
By George Wingard, Program Coordinator, Savannah River Archaeological Research Program (SRARP)
In the fall of 2020, staff of the Savannah
River Archaeological Research Program
(SRARP) at SCIAA was contacted about
possibly conducting a Ground Penetrating
Radar (GPR) survey in a historic cemetery
in Beaufort County, South Carolina. The
cemetery was located adjacent to the
Wesley United Methodist Church, located

population on the Sea Islands. The current
church was built in 1840, and the small
cemetery plot had been in use since
that time (Figure 1). The congregation’s
concern was that future interment would
impact unmarked graves, and their hope
was that our GPR survey could address
that question.

Figure 1. A 19th century photograph of the Wesley United Methodist Church. The original structure is
still in use today. (Photo by SRARP)

at 701 West Street, Beaufort, SC. The
congregation needed to know whether or
not they could continue burying members
in the cemetery, or if the area was already
substantially filled with unmarked graves.
Due to restriction imposed by the Covid
pandemic, the SRARP could not conduct
its usual outreach/public education
programs, and staff concluded this would
be a way to fulfill those duties.
In mid-September 2020, SRARP staff
archaeologists Brian Milner, Heather
Amaral, and I traveled to the church
and met with church historian Alvesta
Robertson. Mrs. Robertson explained
that the church was established in 1833,
and primarily ministered to the enslaved
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Two weeks later, Heather, Brian, and
I returned to Beaufort to share our results
of the GPR survey with Mrs. Robertson,
which, in turn, she would share with the
congregation. Brian and Heather, along
with SRARP archaeologist Walter Clifford,
had processed and interpreted the data
that had been collected and concluded,
that the entire area was saturated with

subsurface impacts––known marked
graves, known unmarked graves, potential
unmarked graves, and other subsurface
anomalies such as erosion and tree roots
(Figure 2). It was suggested by the SRARP
that the church suspend any further
internments at the cemetery.
The interview with Mrs. Robertson
and the footage of the survey was edited
for a short film entitled, Death Rides on
Every Passing Breeze: A Ground Penetrating
Survey of Wesley United Methodist Church.
This film, along with other SRARP videos
and films, can be found at www.SRARP.
org under the videos tab or at the SRARP’s
Facebook page, Facebook/Savannah River
Archaeological Research Program.

A 25 X 30-meter (.20 acre) grid was
placed across the cemetery, and the
GPR survey began. The GPR unit was
pushed back and forth across the grid
at 50-centimeter increments taking
depth measurements at the 50, 100, and
150-centimeter levels. While Brian was
conducting the GPR survey, Heather was
using a penetrometer to take readings
on the soil density of known graves in
comparison to unmarked graves, potential

unmarked graves, and areas believed not
to have been impacted by sub-surface
disturbances. While Heather and Brian
were in the cemetery, I was in the church
interviewing Mrs. Robertson on camera for
a potential short film.

Figure 2: Soil density at the 150-centimeter
level. Green areas indicate both marked and unmarked graves and other unknown sub-surface
anomalies. (Ground penetrating radar image by
SRARP)
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